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Class Size
Can School Districts Capitalize
on the Benefits of Smaller Classes?
M ore than 20 states and the federal government have initiated efforts to
reduce class size. Class-size-reduction (CSR) initiatives enjoy enormous public
support and appeal to the common sense of parents and educators alike.
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Until recently, class size
in U.S. public schools aver-
aged about 25 students. This
is  too large,








levels have sought to lower






hire 100,000 new teachers
to reduce class sizes in the
elementary grades to a
nationwide average of 18
students. Congress raised
the program’s funding from
$1.2 billion this school
year to $1.3 billion in the
2000-01 school year, and
the Department of Educa-
tion estimates that 29,000
teachers have already been
hired through the program.
States are spending an
additional $2.3 billion on
their own CSR initiatives
during the 1999-00 school
year, and several states
plan to spend more on CSR
in the future.
Why the sudden
interest in class size? The











found that smaller classes




reduce class size have been
praised by many, others
remain skeptical. Some
policymakers and research-
ers believe the costs of
reduction are prohibitively
high and the money would
be better spent to support
other proven types of
school reform. If districts
hire the most qualified








to how CSR initiatives are






with shortages of qualified
teachers and classroom
space, what teachers must
do to take advantage of
smaller classes, and what
student outcomes can be
expected from the reform.
Policy and fiscal issues
aside, in many states the
debate is no longer over
whether class-size reduc-
tion makes a difference, but
how and under what
circumstances (Perez 1998,
McRobbie 1998). How can
your state or district best











• make sure, when
CSR is undertaken,
that its benefits are
realized in the
classroom
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When Does Small Class
Size Help Student
Achievement?
Studies over the last twenty years have provided researchers and
educators with the opportunity to observe reduced-size classrooms and
gather data on student achievement. Class-size reduction has been
deemed successful when students show marked improvement in learn-
ing through formal evaluations.
Success is most likely for
students in smaller classes under
the following conditions:
• When the student-
teacher ratio is reduced
significantly.
No one is completely sure how
small classes should be to maxi-
mally benefit students. Project
STAR, a leading study from Ten-
nessee, defined small classes as
those with 13-17 students. Regular-
sized classes were defined as those
with 22 or more students. When
tested, students in small classes
consistently outperformed students
in regular-sized classrooms (Pate-
Bain, Achilles, and others 1992).
The most notable student gains
came from low-achieving students
with impoverished socioeconomic
backgrounds (McRobbie 1998; Illig
1996). In light of these results,
many states have begun shrinking
class size to 17-20 students per
teacher.
Clearly, a drop from 35 students
to 18 students is dramatic, and
some specialists believe class-size
reduction must be this substantial
before significant student gains will
be evident. Merely reducing class
size from 25 down to 20 is an





The most effective class-size
reduction initiatives have focused
on the early grades. Project STAR
focused on grades K-3. Similarly,
California’s Class-Size Reduction
(CSR) initiative targets kindergar-
ten through third grade.
When reduction initiatives are
implemented in early grades, young
students are more likely to get the
extra attention they need to learn
basic skills in reading, writing, and
math. These students, research is
now showing, will carry the effects
of a small class with them through-
out the remainder of their academic
careers. Tennessee’s Lasting Ben-
efits Study, a followup to Project
STAR, has found that the gains due
to small classes were still evident in
reading and math through grade 8.
(Nye with Hedges and others 1999).
• When certain services
and technologies are




techniques, students achieve more.
No organizational reform, smaller
class size included, will substitute
for high-quality teaching, as many
studies have documented








TEACHERS REPORT on the
benefits of small classes
Teachers from around the nation who teach in smaller
classes report the benefits of having fewer students in their
classrooms. Overwhelmingly, they observe the following
characteristics of smaller classes:
Within the curriculum, teachers...
• find that learning can take on more variety, breadth,
depth, and richness.
• have more time for covering additional material and use
more supplementary texts and enrichment activities.
When instructing, teachers...
• have a better handle on teaching materials, more organi-
zation, and more forms of creative instruction.
• have more opportunity for indepth teaching of basic
content.
• use concrete materials to engage students in authentic
learning experiences.
• have more opportunities for individualized interaction
with students.
• complete basic instruction more quickly as students
participate more and spend more time on task.
• devote more time to instruction and have to spend less
time on classroom management.
While assessing, teachers...
• can use meaningful assessment tools.
• spend less time on paperwork and grading.
While in a smaller class, teachers...
• experience a greater sense of personal satisfaction.
• feel a greater sense of achievement.
• enjoy teaching more.
• deal more individually with misbehavior problems and
diagnose causes before major problems occur.
Overall, both students and teachers have better attitudes
toward smaller classes. The atmosphere is one of less
anxiety and tension. Studies of smaller classrooms have
found a climate of warmth, reduced levels of frustration, and
positive attitudes toward teaching and learning.
professional development that
guides teachers in small-class
instruction is used in conjunction
with effective teaching practices, a
strong curriculum, and smaller
classes, researchers will be more
able to examine the true effects of
class-size reduction (Beall 1998;
U.S. Department of Education
1998).
Teachers and students must have
sufficient classroom space and
access to materials and services.
Some schools seeking to reduce
class size have struggled with this
issue, whereas others already have
the resources available. In Califor-
nia, with the implementation of
CSR, school districts have
scrambled to accommodate more
classes with fewer students, some-
“With [California’s]
class-size reduction
program, and the fact
that the waiting room
of the marketplace of
educators is
languishing with dusty



















V I E W P O I N T
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BEYOND ACADEMICS:
What Students Gain From
Smaller Classes
Much attention has been paid to the cognitive and aca-
demic benefits students obtain in smaller classes. Other
benefits abound.
Students in smaller classes...
• learn basic skills and
subject matter better, more
easily, and faster.
• think more creatively and
divergently.
• develop more positive
attitudes, perceptions, and
human relationships.
• function more effectively as
members and leaders of
groups.
• achieve higher attention
and lower absence rates.
• are more fluent and profi-
cient in writing, listening,
and speaking skills.
• demonstrate less aggressive
behavior such as fighting,
shoving, pushing, or crowd-
ing.
• have fewer fears about
being ridiculed or bullied.
• are more motivated and
have a better self-concept.
• participate promptly, ea-
gerly, and enthusiastically.
What should be the
focus of district-level
class-size policy?
Gaining the benefit from
smaller classes begins with a
districtwide policy that estab-
lishes concrete goals (such as a
maximum of 18 students in K-3
classes) and sets clear priorities
on use of funds. Consider the
following points when creating a
policy:
• Target money and other
resources to minority and
low-income students who
stand the most to gain from
CSR.
• Make better teaching and
learning the cornerstone of
CSR.  “No organizational
arrangement, including
small class size, can com-
pensate for poor teaching”
(McRobbie, Finn, and
Harman 1998). Use some
funding for training inexpe-
rienced teachers.
• Assess facility needs and
plan for reconfiguration of
existing physical plants or
for new construction. Decide
whether CSR is worth
displacement of other
programs or activities.
• Apply for waivers to lever-
age federal and state funds
in pursuit of district priori-
ties.  Set aside funds for
activities such as community
meetings, teacher training,
and curriculum planning.
• Continually evaluate the
results of CSR.  Monitor not
just changes in pupil-teacher
ratios but teachers’ class-
room practices, the unfore-
seen displacement of other
programs, and unexpected
costs.
SOURCE: “Capitalizing on Small
Class Size,” by Jessica O’Connell
and Stuart C. Smith, ERIC Digest,
Number 136, April 2000, ERIC
Clearinghouse on Educational
Management.
times having to schedule classes in
hallways or in portable classrooms.
Class-size reduction should be
viewed not as an end but as a
means to an end. Teachers still
need access to specialists, special
programs, and other schoolwide
services. Although there is evi-
dence that the need for special
services and programs is reduced
in smaller classrooms, class-size
reduction is a reform that should be
used in conjunction with a variety
of other practices.
A major advantage of small
classes, teachers uniformly report,
is that they can devote more time
to instruction because they do not
need to spend as much time on
classroom management. These
possibilities are realized when all
the conditions for a positive small-
class experience are in place and a
teacher can truly take advantage of
a reduction in student numbers.
Wise policymaking seeks to
produce the greatest student gains
from finite education dollars. To
reach this goal while attempting to
reduce class size, policymakers
must pay particular attention to the
conditions noted above (a target of
13-17 students per class in the
primary grades, with adequate
training and support for teachers).
Although specific scenarios may
differ from state to state, research
has shown these basic elements to
be of utmost importance in the
implementation of class-size-




Do teachers change their instructional practices when their classrooms have
fewer students? Do we know which teaching practices make a difference in




doing it right. You
now have fifteen,
not one big class. If
all you are going to
do is pass out work

































V I E W P O I N T
It could be assumed
that effective teachers
would be successful in
any classroom, whether
large or small. Research
during the past couple of
decades has brought a
consenus on a handful of
traits that characterize
effective teaching:
• Gifted teachers hold
high expectations for
their students.














• They are character-
ized as motivated and
enthusiastic.
These characteristics
are necessary in any
classroom setting. To get




actually occur in small-
class settings.
Teachers in a variety
of studies have identified
the following advantages
of small class size:
• More time for teach-
ing and learning, and
more space in which
to do so.
• A greater ability to
monitor and evaluate
their students.
• An enhanced atmo-





















A reduction in class
size doesn’t automatically
ensure that classrooms
will be characterized by
these elements. Research
in fact has shown that
most teachers do not
change their teaching
practices when they move
to smaller classes (Ziegler
1997). Evaluation find-
ings from the California
CSR initiative’s first three
years found only slight
differences in the ways
teachers covered curricu-






signed to smaller classes








for a reduction in class
size to benefit student
achievement? Many
people seem to assume so,
but the research offers
little guidance. As
Bohrnstedt and Stecher
point out, “no well-
developed theory suggests
why teaching in smaller
classes should be differ-
ent than in larger classes.”
Instead of focusing on
specific teaching tech-
niques that work best in
6 Policy Report
smaller classes, most




in more of these practices
in smaller classes.











The early success of Tennessee’s widely known “STAR” program spurred
similar CSR initiatives, including California’s. Here is how the two states’
efforts compare.
Tennessee
• A controlled experiment in a
limited number of schools,
with teachers and students
randomly assigned.
• Class size reduced from 22-26
to 13-17 students.
• Adequate space for smaller
classes.
• Credentialed teachers.
• Nearly all students spoke
English.
• Standardized objectives for
English and math.
• Existing test scores aligned
with standards.
California
• Statewide implementation in
four grades (K-3), beginning
with 1st and 2nd grades.
• Class size reduced from an
average of 28.8 (max. 33) to a
maximum of 20 students.
• Extremely limited space due to
rapidly growing enrollment.
• Existing shortage of teachers,
some hired with credentials.
• Nearly one-third of students
were English-language learn-
ers.
• Standards and objectives under
development.
• No statewide test until 1998; it
was not aligned with new
standards.






(1999), a principal re-
searcher in the Tennessee
STAR project, asserts that
teachers may not need to
change their teaching
strategies to obtain the
benefits of CSR. He
contends that teachers
may be able to do more












































V I E W P O I N T
have long known to be
most effective, such as
the following:
• Instruction is guided
by a preplanned
curriculum.












in our schools will
occur in small
steps with a lot of
hard work.
Reducing class




a small step, but a



























V I E W P O I N T • Instruction is clear
and focused.
• Learning progress is
monitored closely, and
when students do not
understand, they are
retaught.











easier and basic instruc-
tion can be completed
quicker, allowing teachers
additional time to practice
effective teaching tech-
niques, such as planning
for lessons and dividing
the class into groups.
Additional time is also
available to cover addi-
tional materials.
Pointing to data from
Project STAR and other
studies, Achilles asserts
that smaller class size
automatically guarantees
that teachers will use
effective teaching prac-
tices, regardless of
whether they have small-
class experience or not.
Effective teachers are
skilled teachers. In
smaller classes, the key to
teachers’ success with
student achievement is the
know-how to be effective
with fewer students.
Conditions that foster
good teaching will lead to
improved learning for
students. Small classes
can facilitate these favor-







California is undertaking a study
mandated by the legislation that
authorized that state’s CSR initiative.
The RAND Corporation and the
American Institutes for Research
(AIR) are taking lead roles in this
study. Other partners in the CSR
Research Consortium are WestEd,
EdSource, Policy Analysis for
California Education (PACE), and the
University of California at Riverside.
The study will address four main
issues: the effects of small-class size
on student achievement, its effects on
special populations, the staffing
requirements districts face, and what
state teaching qualifications will be
affected. The main focus of the study
will be the practices teachers can use
to improve small-class instruction.
According to George Bohrnstedt at
AIR, researchers will look at
achievement gains as a function of
CSR, the number of new teachers
hired because of CSR and the
credentials they do or do not have,
the kinds of districts where teachers
work, and whether per-pupil
expenditures rise or fall. This
evaluation is expected to last until
March 2002.
The consortium’s first report
(Bohrnstedt and Stecher 1999) is
available at www.classize.org
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The Costs of Reducing
Class Size
Class-size-reduction initiatives have spurred discussion about their effects on student achieve-
ment, teacher quality, school facilities, and the organization of the educational system. But no
reform can take place without one key element—money, and in the case of CSR, lots of it.
A major consideration for state
legislators and for school and
district officials who are deciding
whether to undertake CSR is, of
course, its cost. Much of the debate
revolves around the issue of
whether reducing class size is cost-
effective.
Although some aspects of the
financial impact of CSR can be
readily calculated, an avalanche of
other unanticipated financial and
nonfinancial costs may devastate
CSR efforts.
Currently, California is con-
fronted with a teacher-quality crisis
of huge proportions that is in large
part a result of recent class-size-
reduction requirements. Implemen-
tation of that state’s 1996 Class
Size Reduction program “has
arguably created the greatest
immediate need for personnel and
facilities in the history of California
public education,” stated the Joint
Legislative Audit Committee
(1999), a nonpartisan watchdog unit
of the state’s government. (See
sidebar on page 10 for details.)
Another recent study, Teaching
and California’s Future: The Status
of the Teaching Profession, spon-
sored by the Center for the Future
of Teaching and Learning and
conducted by SRI International,
found that more than 10 percent of
public school teachers in California
have not met the state’s minimum
requirements (Shields and others
1999). In addition, over 1 million of
the state’s 5.7 million students are
enrolled in schools that have such a
large percentage of underqualified
teachers that the schools are effec-
tively “dysfunctional” (Shields and
others).
According to the task force that
guided the study, correcting the
problem of unqualified and
underqualified teachers in Califor-
nia will cost between $1.3 and $1.8
billion (Shields and others).
The following are among
recommendations made by the 20-
member task force, which consisted
of educators and policymakers:
• raising beginning wages from
$32,000 to $40,000
• phasing out waivers and emer-
gency permits in the next five
years
• providing 100 percent “forgiv-
able” loans of at least $20,000
to students who complete a
teacher licensure program and
teach in hard-to-staff schools
for at least four years (Shields
and others)
Despite the overwhelming costs
California will incur to ensure that
all students are taught by qualified
teachers, some argue that CSR can
actually save costs in the long run.
For example, if—as claimed by its
proponents—small class sizes result
in improved student behavior in
school, there will be a reduction in
vandalism costs and less need for
corrective measures such as Satur-
day school (Achilles and Price).
Expenditures on Class-Size Reduction,
1999-2000 School Year
Federal Class Size Reduction Program
$1,200,000,000

















Total state expenditures: $2,284,966,648
Total state and federal expenditures: $3,484,966,648
The Clearinghouse verified these figures with state departments of education in March 2000.
*Only state expenditures that have been allocated as part of a legislated state initiative or
program are listed here. As the table on pages 14-15 indicates, several states (such as
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and Wyoming) mandate or encourage maximum student-teacher


















Federal Funding of Class-Size
Reduction
Students in smaller classes in
primary grades may continue on a
path that reduces the need for
special education, makes grade
retention less likely, and increases
the likelihood of high school
graduation—all cost savers
(McRobbie and others).
Making Sure CSR Pays
Off on Its Promise
Few would disagree with the
assertion that CSR is not worth the
cost if it does not bring about its
intended benefits.  But to attain
those benefits, school districts may
need to do more than simply hire
more teachers and put them in
classrooms with fewer students. A
Texas study highlights this issue.
Researchers Richard Murnane
and Frank Levy (1996) describe an
experiment in Austin, Texas, where
the school district, as part of a
desegregation plan in the late
1980s, allocated an extra $300,000
per year for five years to each of 15
low-income elementary schools,
with the hopes of raising student
achievement and attendance. All
schools used their funds to hire
extra teachers to reduce class size.
In 13 of the 15 schools, student
achievement and attendance re-
mained extremely low. The two
other schools experienced a soaring
increase in both attendance and
student achievement.
The difference between those
two schools and the other 13? The
13 schools “went about business as
usual,” retaining the same curricu-
lum and teaching methods. The two
succeeding schools raised stan-
dards, revised curriculum, set up
health clinics, and invested in
teacher training in addition to
hiring new teachers. The key to
successfully funding CSR, some
believe, is doing more than pouring
in large amounts of money and
“hoping for the best.” Policymakers
must ensure that funds are put to
the best possible use (Black 1999).
Early in 1999, the Clinton
Administration pledged $1.2
billion to support class-size
reduction. This money was
released to states on July 1, 1999,
as a “down payment” on the






goal is to spend more than $12
billion on class-size reduction by
2005 to help school districts hire
100,000 new teachers and reduce
class sizes in the elementary
grades to a nationwide average of
18 students.
In November 1999 Congress
appropriated $1.3 billion for the
program’s second year, a $100
million increase over fiscal 1999.
At the insistence of Congress, the
new legislation also gives school
districts more flexibility in use of
the funds. In the 2000-01 school
year, districts will be able to
spend up to 25 percent of the aid
on professional development, up
from 15 percent in the original
legislation.
Other provisions of the new law
likewise place a premium on
teacher quality. Federal funds can
no longer be used to hire teachers
with emergency certificates, and
teachers previously hired under
the program must become certi-
fied within one year. Small
school districts and districts with
a shortage of teachers now have
more flexibility in using the
money for training.
The U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, in a report released in
November 1999 that was based on
preliminary data from nearly 46
percent of the nation’s school
districts, gave these estimates
about the program’s effectiveness:
• More than 29,000 teachers
have been hired with FY 1999
Class Size Reduction Program
funds.
• Approximately 1.7 million
children are expected to
benefit directly in the 1999-
2000 school year by being
educated in smaller classes.
• School districts are concentrat-
ing this first installment of
funds so that it makes a big
difference for some students
immediately. Average class
size has been reduced by more
than five students in the grade
levels and schools where the
vast majority of teachers hired
with these funds teach.
• 42 percent of the teachers are
teaching in first grade. In their
schools, average class size fell
from approximately 23 stu-
dents to approximately 17
students.
• 23 percent of the teachers are
teaching in second grade. In
their schools, average class
size fell from 23 students to
less than 18 students.
• 24 percent of the teachers are
teaching in third grade. In their
schools, average class size fell
from more than 23 students to
just over 18 students.
• To strengthen teacher quality,
school districts are using
approximately 8 percent of the





Impact of CSR on Personnel
and Facilities in California
Questions to Ask When
Calculating the Cost of
CSR
As California’s experience
makes clear (see accompanying
sidebar), estimating the cost of CSR
is an inexact science that must take
into account not only personnel and
facilities but administrative require-
ments and displacement of other
mandated programs. Here are
several questions policymakers can
ask when trying to calculate CSR’s
actual costs:
1. What is the initial class size?
The greater the drop to a
smaller class, the larger the
cost.
2. Is there a rigid cap or is there
flexibility in the number of
students per teacher? A rigid
cap increases the cost by de-
creasing the final average class
size.
3. What is the cost of teachers who
must be hired for CSR? The
number of teachers needed, the
salary scale of each district, and
the experience level of the
teachers hired will determine
this cost. Teacher costs will
increase with time as teachers
move up the salary ladder. In
addition, teachers will require
professional development and
support, which adds up to
additional costs.
4. How many new classrooms are
needed? Additional facilities to
house new classes will be
needed. Some schools have
rented vacant space in nearby
retail shopping malls or other
commercial buildings, which
can be converted to early
childhood centers (Achilles and
Price 1999).
5. What costs will be incurred
when a once-closed school is
reopened? Examples are the
need for potential renovation,
utilities hookups, and resump-
tion of custodial and clerical
services.
6. What are the potential savings
of CSR? Some districts may
experience cost reductions due
to reduced grade retention, less
vandalism, and so forth.
7. Will the program be equally
cost-effective for smaller and
larger districts? Will smaller
districts need supplemental
funding to cover administration
of CSR?
8. Will CSR demand so many
resources of districts that they
are forced to terminate or
reduce other programs and
services? What level of funding
PR
will be required to prevent
displacement of other pro-
grams?
For examples of CSR program costs,
see the table on pages 14-15 on
current state initiatives. There are
ways to reduce the costs associated
with class-size reduction. (For more
information, see “Designing a
Policy.”) EH
When California’s nonparti-
san Joint Legislative Audit
Committee surveyed school
districts to discern the effects
of the CSR program on person-
nel and facilities, it found a
hodgepodge of consequences,
some anticipated, others not.
Here are a few of the findings:
• An estimated 142,000
students in grades K-3 are
being taught by teachers
who have not completed a
state-certified training
program.
• There is a shortage of at
least 21,312 classroom
teachers in the state, and a
shortage of 1,116 adminis-
trators.
• California’s public schools
have an immediate need
for at least 11,310 new
classrooms at an estimated
cost of $760.6 million.
• “Facility shortages have
translated into a marked
reduction of specialized
programs and mandated




districts have reported no
other option but to displace
many of these programs
and services in order to
fulfill the facilities demands
of the CSR Legislation.”
• Many districts, especially in
urban settings, reported a
lack of available land for
constructing new schools.
• “The administrative require-
ments of CSR are time
consuming and restrictive
and cause many school
districts to lose CSR fund-
ing.”
• “Many districts are losing
playgrounds to portables.”
• “CSR may not be a viable
approach in the smallest
school districts which only
have one or two classrooms
and cannot break down the
classes into smaller sizes
due to a lack of funding for
staff.”
• Even though small school
districts have fewer admin-
istrative staff members and
receive less funding from
the program, “they are
required to perform the
same administrative duties
and submit just as much
paperwork.”
SOURCE:




By Lawrence O. Picus
The research shows that reducing class size can, and probably does, lead to improved student
performance.  It is, however, a very expensive option:  In addition to hiring more teachers,
schools need additional classroom space.  Before embarking on a substantial CSR program,
policymakers may want to consider whether more cost-effective alternatives exist.  Current
research suggests that such alternatives are available and should be considered, either instead
of—or in addition to—class-size reduction.  One range of options deals with teacher knowl-




Reducing class size gives
students greater access to teacher
resources.  There is evidence this
will help students learn.  However,
what the teacher knows and is able
to do is at least as important in
helping students learn.
Darling-Hammond (1998)
argues that “teacher expertise is one
of the most important factors in
determining student achievement.”
She quotes Greenwald, Hedges, and
Laine’s work (1996), which demon-
strated the relative impact of
spending $500 more per pupil on
increased teacher education, in-
creased teacher experience, and
increased teacher salaries.  All three
of these appear to have a greater
impact on student test scores than
does lowering the pupil-teacher
ratio. For an expenditure of $500,
the greatest gains in student test
scores (measured in standard
deviation units from a range of tests
in 60 studies) were achieved
through increasing teacher educa-
tion.  Lowering the “pupil-teacher
ratio was the least cost effective of
the four methods.  Increasing
teacher salaries and experience fell
between lower pupil-teacher ratios
and teacher education in terms of
cost effectiveness.”
Ferguson (1991) found that the
effects of teacher expertise in Texas
were so great that after controlling
for socioeconomic status, dispari-
ties in achievement between black
and white students were virtually
entirely explained by differences in
teacher qualifications.  He found
that teacher qualifications explained
43 percent of the variation among
the factors affecting math score test
gains, whereas small classes and
schools only accounted for 8
percent of the gain.  Home and
family factors were identified as
explaining the remaining 49 percent
of the variance.
Darling-Hammond (1998)
summarizes these findings by
stating that “teachers who know a
lot about teaching and learning and
who work in settings that allow
them to know their students well
are the critical elements of success-
ful learning.”  Smaller classes are
clearly desirable in her view, but
given limited funds to invest, her
work suggests policymakers should
at least take a close look at improv-
ing access to high-quality profes-
sional development first.
Professional development is
frequently poorly funded in school
districts and often the first item to
be cut when finances become tight.
Darling-Hammond’s research
suggests this may be a mistake, and
in fact, more resources should be
put into professional development.
Even if class size is reduced,
professional development still may
be essential to help teachers maxi-
mize their skills and capitalize on
the benefits of having a reduced
number of children for whom they
are responsible.  Certainly invest-
ments in professional development
would be complementary to class-
size-reduction programs.
Reducing class size and provid-
ing greater training opportunities
for teachers are not the only options
available for improving student
learning.  There are many things
school board members and site
leaders themselves can do to re-
structure their schools for improved
learning.  Several of these are
briefly discussed below.
V I E W P O I N T
“If you make the
class size smaller
and the teacher
isn’t doing a good










Many of today’s educational
reforms are restructuring how
educational resources are used.  A
number of the reform designs
supported by the New American
Schools (NAS), for example, rely
on using teaching resources differ-
ently, rather than purchasing more.
While seven designs supported by
NAS require some investment on
the part of a school or school
district, most are less expensive
than dramatic reductions in class
size or pupil-teacher ratios. Most
also come with substantial teacher-
training components.
Odden and Busch (1998) found
substantial gains in student perfor-
mance, often as high as one-third of
a standard deviation, at NAS design
schools.  These schools reach these
performance levels with relatively
little additional expenditures,
generally averaging around $50,000
to $250,000 a year for a school of
500 students (an extra $100 to $500
per pupil each year).  Odden and
Busch argue that any school can
reorganize itself into one of the
NAS designs by looking closely at
its current allocation of teachers
and aides and reassigning them as
needed to meet the design specifi-
cations.  In many instances this
calls for eliminating aides in favor
of more teachers. Results of the
Tennessee STAR project show that
spending for teacher aides may not
be productive anyway.
Another option schools can
consider is restructuring the use of
time.  The National Commission on
Time and Learning (1994) reported
on a number of successful schools
and school districts that had im-
proved student performance
through different ways of organiz-
ing the school day to give students
more access to, and time with,
teachers.  Models that provide more
access to learning resources,
particularly teachers, may also be
substantially more cost-effective
than class-size reduction.
In conclusion, class-size reduc-
tion is currently one of the most
popular—and most expensive—
educational reforms today.  At least
21 states have enacted mandatory or
voluntary policies aimed at reduc-
ing class size in the primary grades,
and one (California) has even
created an incentive to reduce the
number of students in ninth-grade
English and math classes.
The question facing state
policymakers is whether substantial
investments in smaller classes
should be made.  The research
shows that such investments will
lead to improved student outcomes.
However, the research also shows
that attention to teacher training
and expertise may have a bigger
payoff per dollar spent.  Moreover,
as California’s experience shows,
states that jump into a major CSR
program quickly may find they have
a shortage of qualified teachers.
Given the importance of high-
quality teaching to student learning,
investment in the quality of the
teaching force first might be a
better way to maximize the poten-
tial of the dollars that are used to
reduce class size.
In short, few people appear to
oppose class-size reduction.  How-
ever, there are a number of things
states and school districts can do to
ensure that the substantial invest-
ment made in teachers and class-
rooms pays off to the maximum
extent possible.  Virtually all of
them revolve around ensuring that
the state has the highest quality
teaching force possible.
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Other Proposed
Alternatives
Is there a way to achieve some
of the benefits of small classes
without actually decreasing their
size? Class-size reduction has the
disadvantage of requiring more
funding and more teachers, both
of which are in short supply.
To avoid these problems of
CSR, some policymakers, legisla-
tive analysts, and school officials
have proposed alternative forms
of instruction and grouping that
may help to produce the same
effects as reduced class size.
These strategies, unlike the
alternatives discussed by Dr.
Picus in the accompanying
article, have not been found by
research to have benefits compa-
rable to a reduced pupil/teacher
ratio.
• The use of cooperative-
learning groups, block
groups, and other kinds of
small groups to give students
intensive small-group instruc-
tion in areas such as reading,
writing, and math; these
methods might be used in
conjunction with large-class
instruction.
• Scheduling changes that
decrease the size of some
targeted classes throughout
the school day.
• Peer tutoring where students
get one-on-one attention.
• Use of parent and community
volunteers to provide enrich-
ment and assistance in the
classroom.
• Team teaching.
• Use of computers and other
individualized aids, such as
learning centers.
• Pullout programs for students
with special needs.
• The use of teacher aides to





of its primary goals is to create a
professional community for teach-
ers. Group work, peer tutoring, and
mentor programs that match master
teachers with new teachers are
tactics that can be used. Profes-
sional development should also
address the diverse needs of
students as teachers learn to
identify and respond to learning
problems (McRobbie 1998).
Professional development
should also provide an opportunity
for inquiry and reflection. Some
educators believe that the primary
focus of professional development
should be to enable teachers to
gain practice in new methods and
to apply and adapt those methods
to their individual classroom
settings (Evertson and Randolph
1992).
Other educators have explored
different priorities. Some believe
that teachers benefit from assis-
tance that broadens their theoreti-
cal understanding of student
learning based on current research.
According to Evertson and
Randolph, student gains resulting
from small class size will be most
likely to be maintained when
professional development (1) is
embedded in school culture, (2) is
based on a systematic approach to
actual problems specific to teach-
ing, and (3) supports change in
teachers’ thinking and
practice. CL
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“For $1.2 billion you
could retrain today’s
teachers so they knew
their subject. You could
give each of the nation’s
2.7 million teachers a
$1,000 tuition grant to go
learn math or really
effective techniques for
teaching reading. The
question the public needs
to ask is: ‘What else could
the money be used for?’
and ‘Do you make a
national policy change on
the basis of a hunch?’”
- Chester Finn, Hudson
Institute
I t is ironic that smaller class size has become a policy goal at a time when teachers, at least in
some states and in some subject areas, are in short supply. Where will the teachers come from to fill
the extra classrooms smaller size dictates? To hire the two million teachers the U.S. Department of
Education estimates will be needed during the next ten years because of retirements and increasing
enrollment, some of the nation’s school districts may have to hire teachers who are only marginally
well trained in the fields they are expected to teach. Enter the need for professional development
project. During the first year, the
teachers received twenty hours of
“staff development studying strate-
gies for more active learning for
six-year olds.” They also visited
small-size classrooms in surround-
ing districts and met on a weekly
basis to debrief and plan. They
attended seminars and were intro-
duced to computer-based learning.
These teachers focused on finding
ways to work with all children.
Professional development must
be flexibly designed to meet the
needs of each school situation. One
PR
Excellent professional develop-
ment that focuses on standards and
sound instructional delivery can
give inexperienced teachers the
skills and knowledge they need to
capitalize on smaller class size.
Followup support and feedback can
help teachers retain and refine those
skills. Highly skilled and trained
teachers also benefit from profes-
sional development that keeps them
motivated and enthusiastic.
In California, many teachers
have received emergency creden-
tials to fulfill CSR requirements.
Recent legislation in that state
requires school districts to provide
professional-development programs
for all teachers who are assigned to
smaller classes. The law specifies
that professional development for
these teachers must focus on indi-
vidualized instruction, effective
classroom management, and respon-
siveness to student needs.
A task force that recently
conducted the first comprehensive
examination of teacher quality in
California in over ten years recom-
mended that the state offer districts
financial incentives of “up to $250
per student to restructure the
teaching day and year to enable
teachers to participate in well-
crafted programs of professional
learning experiences” (Bradley
1999).
In North Carolina, the “Success
Starts Small” study followed four









year $20 million, third
year $30 million,













$82.9 million. Funding for
1998-99 could be used to
















occurs in 1st grade,
then 2nd, then K and/
or 3rd.



















has a goal of hiring
1,000 teachers.
K-6 classes not to
exceed 17 students.
Grades 1 & 2, at-
risk K, and some 3.
Funds can be used
for teacher salaries
and benefits and for
one-time startup
costs for each new
classroom; funds







Of 293 districts, only






district) and all Type




Began with 1st grade
and some at-risk K,
and expanded to 2nd
in 1991-2.
Approximately 20,000 new teachers
were needed, so state relaxed teacher
certification requirements. Other
concerns include a surge of teachers
moving from “less-advantaged” to more
desirable districts to fill the newly
created positions; a shortage of substitute
teachers; supervision and training of
noncertificated teachers.
Intense public pressure to implement
quickly.
Not enough qualified teachers (21% of
1996-7 new hires on emergency
permits).
Not enough classroom space.
Enrollment boom.
Equity.
Teachers have reported improved student
behavior, higher test scores, more efficient
classrooms.
Program evaluations, however, indicated a
weak relationship between lower class size
and student achievement, but significant
improvement in teachers’ morale and
attitudes.
Not enough dollars for some districts to
hire new teachers. Lack of space in some
buildings to add classrooms.
Difficulty locating and hiring certified
teachers. Lack of classroom space.
Not enough classroom space.
Enrollment boom.
Few problems, the most pressing of
which is lack of space for new
classrooms.
State Policy Intent,  Elements Funding Target Level of Implementation Issues
(Date Began) (1999-00 School Year) Implementation























Mandate. Enacted in 1997,
amended in 1998. Legislation
authorizes formation of smaller
classes and provides funding for
those schools choosing to do so.
Class Size Reduction Program.
Goal is to improve early literacy
by lowering K-3 class size to 20.
Voluntary.  Incentive dollars
offered for each pupil in K-3 class
of no more than 20.
Professional development
required, using existing funds.
Goal: 20 students per teacher.
Initially a pilot program. Now
statewide, mandatory.
Prime Time Program. Programs
are decided at local level; funds
are allocated at district level.
Goal.  Reduce K-3 class size to 17 for
basic skills instruction. Great
flexibility: districts can reduce class
size, add kindergarten, hire
paraprofessionals, provide
professional development.
Districts that meet requirement
not to exceed 20 students in K-3
classes can use CSR funds to hire
certified teachers for other grades.
Learning Success Program.
Goal is to reduce class size in
grades 1 and 2 to 20 students,
particularly in reading.
Learning and Development
Program.  Goal is to reduce class
size in grades K-6 to 17 students.
Mandatory
Phased-in program to lower early-
grade size from average of 25 to
16.
Class Size Reduction Program.
Goal is to reduce class size in























Fiscal and accreditation penalties
for noncompliance.
Physical education, music,
vocational not subject to penalty.
To reduce class size in grades K-1.
Matching grant program (districts
match state funds based on their
ability to pay). Priority is given to
districts with most critical needs
and to districts with higher
percentages of students qualifying
for free or reduced-fee lunches.
Mandate: Class size in grades K-3
may not exceed 20. Districts have
until 2002 to comply. Districts are
allocated additional teachers to
reduce pupil-teacher ratio to 15:1
for one-third of students on free and
reduced lunch.
Mandate
Districts may not enroll more than 22
students per classroom, with a ratio of
not less than 1 teacher to each 20
students in average daily attendance.
Some exceptions apply.
Goal: Focus on reading. Lower
class size to 10 in K and to 15 in
grades 1-3.
Funding: Distributed: 80% per
student, 20% to low income on a
per-school basis. Evolving toward
100% allotment on per student
basis.
Voluntary
To enhance staffing in grades K-4
by funding an additional 4.2
certificated instructional staff (CIS)
per 1,000 FTE students in grades K-
3 (over the minimum of 49 CIS)
and an additional 7.2 CIS in grade 4
(over the minimum of 46 CIS).
Student Achievement Guarantee
in Education (SAGE). Goal is to
improve academic achievement
through four methods, one of
which is small classes of no more
than 15 students in grades K-3.
Originally limited to high-poverty
schools, the SAGE law was
changed this school year to allow
any school to apply.
Education code says each district
“shall endeavor to maintain when
practicable” an average class size of
no more than 20 students per
teacher in grades K-3.
K, 1-3, 4-6. No more
than 20 students in
class.
K-1
1-3. Goal is to
reduce student-








1996-7: Expanded to K-6.

















classes were at or



















grade 2 in 1997-98
and grade 3 in 1998-
99. Second wave
began in 1998-99.
Third wave will start
in 2000-01.
Districts have complained of having
difficulty locating classroom space and
certified teachers.
Facilities (state is addressing the issue
through a $750 million school facility
bond bill for FY 2000).
Study showed greatest gains in inner-city
small classes.
Classes with teacher aides achieved
slightly higher scores than regular
classes, but differences were not
statistically different.
Not enough classroom space in nonrural
areas.
Enrollment boom (now leveling off).
Most common reason districts give for
not using the maximum available funding
is lack of classroom space.
State Policy Intent,  Elements Funding Target Level of Implementation Issues
































Editor’s Note: The Clearinghouse compiled the information contained in this table through telephone and email
correspondence with contact persons in state departments of education in March and April 2000.
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Designing a Policy
The wealth of information on class size can bewilder school board members when
the time comes to sit down and design a policy for class-size reduction. No single
policy fits the circumstances of all school districts. For example, a district that
already has an average class size of 21 students in the elementary grades will have
less work to do than a district whose classes average 27.
These guidelines, expressed in
the form of questions board mem-
bers and district officials can ask
themselves, borrow from the recom-
mendations of Joan McRobbie,
Jeremy Finn, and Patrick Harman
and other authorities whose works
are cited.
Although the guidelines are
offered with local school boards
foremost in mind, the issues they
address can also stimulate discus-
sion among legislators who are
designing state-level policy on
class-size reduction.
 Funding 0
Your district has applied for
and received the funds to design a
CSR policy, but how do you
decide where it all goes?
McRobbie and colleagues
suggest targeting minority and low-
income children in primary grades.
Because research across the board
demonstrates these children stand
the most to gain from smaller class
size, allocating funds to them may
prove to be the most effective use
of resources.
What factors other than class
size should govern the allocation
of funds?
Don’t lose sight of why class
size is being downsized—to raise
student achievement. Small class
size is not an end in itself. Consider
setting aside money for community
meetings, teacher training, and
curriculum planning. Flexibility is
also important at the local as well
as district level. Every school will
be different in the way it needs to
use funds.
If state and federal funding
are inadequate to meet district
goals, can any other sources of
funding be tapped?
In schools with a high propor-
tion of low-income families, Title I
funds have become a common
means of reducing class size. In
Burke County, North Carolina, the
district decided to use state funds
originally allocated for full-time
teacher assistants to fund regular
teaching positions instead.
Other districts have imple-
mented creative scheduling so that
class size is reduced for a portion
of the day. For example, the Oak
Park Plan requires all teachers in
the school to teach 15 students in
core academic areas for three hours
a day. For the remaining 2.5 hours,
students are taught in regular class
sizes of approximately 25 students.
Achilles and Price (1999)
recommend examining programs in
the district to determine if all
currently funded programs are still
a high need, or if some could be
reduced or eliminated altogether to
free up funds. They also suggest
increasing the size of some classes
at the secondary level as a tradeoff
for lowering class sizes in the early
elementary grades.
Will the funding be flat or
wealth-adjusted? In other words,
does each student receive the
same allocation of funds, or is the
allocation adjusted by a formula?
California’s program allows
$800 of incentive money for every
student in a 20 to 1 primary class.
Some districts already had smaller
classes and did not have trouble
meeting the 20:1 cap within the
dollars allocated. Many urban
districts, on the other hand, were
forced to dig deeply into their own
“I agree that reducing
class size to no more
than 15 would improve
overall student
achievement. It would















this degree of class
reduction difficult.”
- Julia P. Kron, Director,
North Carolina Teacher
Academy
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funds to hire enough teachers and
create classrooms, because the
allocation of $800 per student did
not meet their needs. This across-
the-board rate created some prob-
lems for districts that had a difficult
time hiring qualified teachers, or
for those that had no way of creat-
ing space for new classrooms.
Formula-based funding can help
offset the kinds of inequities
California’s school districts encoun-
tered. For example, Utah’s formula
initially allotted 80 percent of the
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state’s K-6 CSR funding on a per-
pupil basis, with 20 percent re-
served for districts with rapid
growth.
 Facilities 0
Will existing facilities accom-
modate the number of new class-
rooms that will be needed?
School officials across the
nation have said inadequate facili-
ties are a big problem as they have
tried to implement CSR policies.
The shortage of facilities in Califor-
nia was the single most important
deterrent to implementing CSR fully
and quickly (Bohrnstedt and
Stecher).
One solution to cramped space
is to purchase portable classrooms,
as many California schools have
done. In a search for 18,000 new
classrooms, California school
districts also converted libraries,
music rooms, computer and science
labs, childcare centers, faculty
lounges, and auditorium stages into
primary classrooms, temporarily or
permanently. California school
officials used many other strategies
to cope with a sudden shortage of
facilities. They reconfigured some
schools by moving sixth-graders to
middle schools, switched to year-
round scheduling, changed school
boundaries, remodeled schools,
cancelled inter- and intra-district
transfers, and reopened schools
previously closed.
 Teaching 0
A hallmark of a successful CSR
policy, according to McRobbie and
colleagues, is to make better teach-
ing and learning the cornerstone.
Here are the key questions to
consider:
Will there be enough qualified
teachers for the number of new
classrooms created?
Some districts have been able to
fund a few extra full-time teaching
positions by redistributing resources
that had been designated for hiring
other personnel. In cases such as
California, these very stipulations
were made within the legislation
The following websites provide




Background information and research findings on California’s
class-size-reduction reform, by a consortium of six research
organizations.
www.wested.org
Reports from WestEd, a nonprofit research and development




Two reports from the United States Department of Education,
and updates from proposed initiatives.
www.ed.gov/offices/OESE/ClassSize
Information about the federal Class Size Reduction Program.
www.aasa.org/SchoolAdmin
Information and insights from the American Association of
School Administrators.
www.edweek.org
An online educational newspaper.
www.serve.org
Regional educational information from the Southeast states.
www.cascd.org
Website of the California Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, “providing resources, indepth analy-
sis, and practical, useable ideas.”
www.edexcellence.net/library/size/html
Ideas in education from the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation.
www.ncsl.org/programs.educ/edu.htm
Links to state educational sites from the National Conference
of State Legislatures.
www.ecs.org/ecsweb.net




that authorized CSR (McRobbie and
others 1998).
Are existing policies on emer-
gency or alternative credentialing
consistent with the district’s
goals?
Will there be a shortage of
specially trained teachers, such as
in the field of special education?
What new programs in profes-
sional development must be
offered to equip teachers with the
skills they will need to gain the
greatest advantage from their
smaller classes?
If the district will need to hire
many new teachers, some of them
inexperienced or unprepared, the
policy ought to include provisions
for training, mentors, and other
resources. Even veteran teachers
may need more knowledge and
skills if the CSR initiative is ac-
companied by higher standards,
new assessments, and/or account-
ability measures.
 Other Issues 0
Will CSR be optional or
mandatory?
A seemingly optional program
can, in reality, be mandatory if
districts are reluctant to reject
money after experiencing cut after
cut, or if CSR’s great popularity
creates a pressure to adopt class-
size reductions.
Will there be a rigid cap on
class size, or is the number of
students per class flexible within
a range?
Districts have options such as
capping the number of students per
teacher, specifying an average
across a school or district, or
creating differing levels of reduc-
tions for different types of schools,
such as a requirement that class
sizes be lower in high-poverty
schools.
Will small classes be self-
contained or team-taught?
In Nevada, state CSR policy
allows the 16:1 ratio in first and
second grades to be achieved by
having two teachers in a classroom
of 32 students. However, many
worry that team-taught classes are
not as effective as self-contained
classes.
What will determine the scale
of CSR, that is, the span of grades
that will be affected?
Studies indicate that smaller
classes produce the maximum
benefits in kindergarten and grade
1. Research on California’s CSR
initiative suggests that if class size
is reduced in phases, such as first in
grade 1, then 2, then 3, the transi-
tion will be less confusing than a
large-scale approach or one that
moves too quickly (Achilles,
January 1999).
How will the school district
evaluate the results of class-size
reduction?
In seeking to determine whether
the CSR policy is accomplishing
what was intended, or whether the
program needs to be revised,
policymakers need to consider more
than pupil-teacher ratios. Obtain
data on achievement, attendance,
and other outcomes. Are there more
interactions between teachers and
students? Do teachers have more
time to plan and execute worth-
while learning activities?
Is the policy compatible with
other district objectives?
Policymakers will naturally
want to make sure that CSR is part
of a coherent set of policies that
seek academic achievement for all
students. Researchers who are
taking part in California’s CSR
Research Consortium (Bohrnstedt
and Stecher 1999) urge policymak-
ers to consider how CSR will
interact with current education
policies and reforms, as well as new
ones. Will the policy benefit all
students and schools equally? Some
districts are wary of putting so
many resources into CSR that they
would find it difficult to implement
other needed educational reforms.
The above set of questions,
while far from comprehensive,
should provide policymakers with a
good starting point in creating
dialogue with other administrators,
teachers, parents, and the commu-
“Reducing the size of
elementary classes can
make a difference in
student achievement, but
it is only one of a number
of reforms that need to
be initiated and funded.
Class size must not be
allowed to be the latest
‘silver bullet’ that takes
up a disproportionate












standards are equally as,
if not more, important
initiatives to improve
student achievement.”
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nity about what their CSR policy
should look like.  EH
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